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bands do march, robber bands do, slow and quiet, carrying
plunder, till they be round thik corner of road; then they do eat
what they've taken from frightened natives!"
He had said quite enough. Without a second's hesitation, in the
most resolute order and in profound silence, the four children
went off hand in hand along the footpath by the roadside in the
direction of home.
Louie and Lily, now safely inside the railings, watched with
wonder the surprising exhibition of discipline in this well-exe-
cuted retreat. When the four were near the twist of the road
which would take them out of sight, they saw Jackie turn and give
one hurried glance round. He then began running. He was fol-
lowed by Nelly first, then by Sis who carried Bert like a bundle
of something precious and heavy, hugged against her body.
As if ashamed of their prolonged observation of this ragamuffin
crew, Louie and Lily now devoted themselves to being as ladylike
and patronising as they could to their eccentric uncle. They were,
however, so attached to the old man that it was not long before
they were unburdening their bosoms of a thousand intimate
troubles, triumphs and grievances. It appeared they were due in
an hour's time to take tea with Emma, the confidential servant of
Tilly Crow; and much that they had to relate had to do with the
Philip Crow establishment.
Uncle Abel on his part had a good deal to say about the recent
experiences of his ancient crony and ally, Old Jones, in his ward
in the hospital. To anything concerning the hospital both the
girls lent a curious ear, Louie being especially interested in the
culinary economies, which were notoriously generous in this in-
stitution, while Lily kept enquiring about the bed-covers, the
linen-chests, the nurses' caps, the doctors' white coats, the slippery
floors; and whether it was from Miss Bibby Fell's daffodil-beds,
or Mrs, Crow's conservatory, or Mayor Wollop's greenhouse, that
the best gifts of flowers were received.
"'Emma says that poor Mrs. Crow is very concerned about fill
this flying," observed Louie.
"Yes," threw in Lily, who being the younger was more roman-
tic than the buxom cook and if possible more ladylike, "yes,